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Reporting and Interpreting /HJDO9LROHQFHLQ$VLD7KH(DVW,QGLD&RPSDQ\¶V3ULQWHG
Accounts of Torture, 1603-1624 
 
In the early seventeenth century, English overseas expansion was undertaken in an environment 
of overlapping jurisdictions that criss-crossed the globe. Navigating this complex legal 
environment was vital for the success of overseas agents but legal entanglements, often violent, 
were not an uncommon experience.1 In Asia, the East India Company¶V (EIC) success 
depended on its integration into local legal systems just as much as integration into long-
standing trading circuits. Although the CRPSDQ\¶V trading houses (known as factories) were 
armed to an extent they were not capable of withstanding assaults from the local powers.2 To 
survive, English traders entered into legal agreements with local sovereigns, placing 
themselves under local jurisdictional authorities. However, concepts of how the law operated 
were far from simple and overlapping legal institutions, customs and ideas resulted in 
numerous moments of competition as different legal structures were imposed simultaneously.3  
Contemporary debates in Europe were also changing ideas about how states were expected to 
interact with each other overseas: a development that placed the expansion of English 
HQWHUSULVHDEURDGDQGLWVDJHQWV¶YLROHQWDFWLYLWLHVXQGHUJUHDWHUVFUXWLQ\4 In Asia, the EIC was 
faced with the challenges of legal pluralism that defined the complex jurisdictional 
environment of global interaction.5 This was particularly problematic in circumstances where 
the law and violence came together during most violent aspect of judicial enquiry ± torture.   
The application of violence through the law has been carefully explored in relation to 
English colonial history ± particularly in Ireland ± but Asia has often been side-lined in these 
discussions, particularly before the establishment of British rule in India in the eighteenth 
century.6 This is surprising, as it was during the seventeenth century that English imperial 




first time. It was also the period where corporate organisations led English overseas expansion, 
a pattern that placed considerable sovereignty in the hands of these non-state actors.7 In the 
VHYHQWHHQWKFHQWXU\WKHµFRPSDQ\OHDGHUVKLSZHUHJXLGHGE\DFRKHUHQWif composite, set of 
political ideas about the duties of subjects and rulers and the nature and extent of political 
DXWKRULW\¶ WKDWXQGHUSLQQHGKRZWKH(,&RSHUDWHGLQ$VLDKRZLW¶VDJHQWVXQGHUVWRRGWKHLU
position vis-a-vis other legal authorities, and how they sought to present themselves during 
legal disputes.8   
Torture, an extreme dimension of legal violence overseas, offers promising avenues for 
analysing how companies understood the law, violence and their ongoing struggle to better 
clarify their rights, privileges and jurisdictional authority.  Not only did torture attract a greater 
level of scrutiny than other forms of violence, such as corporal punishment or even execution, 
it also drew on a long legal tradition in England and Europe that way likely familiar to many 
contemporaries. Torture could be utilised legally in certain circumstances, and these specific 
requirements allowed for intensive interrogation of its efficacy by contemporaries during the 
reporting of events.  Furthermore, it was a form of legal violence not designated as a 
punishment but as part of the judicial process.  As such, its very purpose was to reinforce and 
further a narrative of guilt, forcing recorders of torture to consider wider ranging evidence, 
legal authority and corroborating material than reports of executing or other punishment.   
This article will examine how accounts of torture can reveal how the law was 
experienced and defined by the EIC, how the company sought to impose its own interpretation 
of the law within the competing jurisdictions of early modern Asia, and how it used this 
interpretation to underpin the presentation of information regarding events in Asia to an English 
and European audience.  Through print, the EIC could report its experience of the law in Asia 
in ways that would present the company as a homogenous organisation and engage effectively 




WKHFRPSDQ\¶VDFWLYLWLHVLQ$VLDDQGFRQWULEXWHGWRLWVDWWHPpts to obtain increasing powers ± 
leading towards the development of a company-state later in the century.9  7KH(,&¶VDFFRXQWV
of torture represent an attempt by the company to find strength in environments understood to 
be mercurial and violent.  Through these publications the EIC sought to clarify its position in 
Asia and highlight the legality and morality of its factors who were presented as civil, peaceful 
men dedicated to trading collaboratively within local political structures.  Through a careful 
analysis of the two accounts examined in this article, it becomes clear that through carefully 
reporting torture, the EIC were able to clarify and present their understanding of the law and 
come to terms with the challenges of enforcing their jurisdictional vision overseas as they 
sought to strengthen their position both in England and in Asia. 
The two accounts examined here represented cases where torture was experienced by 
English merchants ± and where accounts were deemed important enough for reportage and 
printed distribution.10 The first account, printed in 1606 and recounting events from 1603, 
considers how the EIC seized the authority to try, torture and execute Chinese residents in 
Bantam. The second, from 1624 following events in 1623, reports the Dutch interrogation of 
English prisoners in Amboyna. The authors of both texts discussed in this article used the term 
torture to refer to the violent interrogations described, with torturers in both accounts using 
similar physical and mental techniques against their prisoners. The first section will explore 
the production of these two account before the development of their narratives are examined 
together with common themes considered together: context; betrayal; and interrogation.  The 
final section considers how the EIC sought to distribute these texts.  The production of these 
WH[WVUHSUHVHQWSXEOLFGHPRQVWUDWLRQVRIWKHFRPSDQ\¶VLGHDVUHJarding their legal position in 
the developing world of global commerce and empire. 
Across these two texts a number of important aspects about how the EIC reported and 




allusions to the non-English party betraying the English. In the first case, this was used as 
justification for the torture of the Chinese prisoners, and in the second, the Dutch were 
condemned for attacking peaceful traders. Furthermore, each account took care to contextualise 
the circumstances of the violence and create a narrative within which the actions of the English 
are supported on multiple levels, both morally and legally.  
While the act of torture itself was similar in the two accounts, the focus was inverted. 
In the first, Scott recorded the necessary witnesses and evidence to support torture under 
English law, and the English were presented as dedicated to justice ± even while seizing judicial 
authority and enforcing their interpretation of the law. Scott sought to demonstrate how the 
seizure of legal authority adhered to local customs and how his actions fell within the 
parameters of English law. By taking action themselves, but still in consultation with local 
rulers, the English merchants at Bantam finished the episode in a position of strength. They 
were presented as people dedicated to justice yet with the strength to protect themselves within 
the overlapping legal systems of the east.  On the other hand, for Skinner the aim was to report 
the illegality of the Dutch interrogation and argue that by enforcing their interpretation of the 
law they had broken contracts that were depended upon in Asia as well as failing to live up to 
English understanding of the law.   
 
Production of the texts 
 
The first case study considers a printed account of the actions of English merchants at Bantam 
soon after the establishment of a trading post there in 1602.11 Published in 1606 and dedicated 
to the Governor of the EIC, the Exact Description of the Subtilties, Fashions, Pollicies, 
Religion, and Cerimonies of the East Indians was in many ways stylistically similar to much 




its topic as a description of foreign and exotic lands, and of the cultures encountered. In its 
entirety, this piece covered a significant period and the episode examined in detail here was 
only a small part of the whole. In total, the narrative focused on the activities of the English at 
Bantam following the initial placement of the trading factory, with specific attention given to 
demonstrating how the EIC employees overcame distress, attack, and mercurial foreign 
dignitaries to establish a successful trading post. The linchpin event in this account was the 
WRUWXUHDQGH[HFXWLRQRI&KLQHVHSULVRQHUVIROORZLQJDQDWWDFNRQWKH(,&¶VKRXVHDVHULHVRI
HYHQWV WKDW UHYHDOHGPXFKDERXW WKHFRPSDQ\¶VOHJDOSRVLWLRQLQ%DQWDPDQGWKHFKDQJLQJ
perception of the English regarding the need for stronger and clearer lines of jurisdiction 
overseas.  
The text was probably printed in the shop of John Windet and William Stansby, who 
had close ties to the EIC. Windet KDGEHHQDQDVVRFLDWHRI -RKQ:ROIH5LFKDUG+DNOX\W¶V
printer of choice in the 1590s, and inherited his estate in 1601, also becoming the official printer 
for the City of London.13 The pair had already printed The Policy of the Turkish Empire in 1597 
and Stansby later printed the pro-EIC In Defence of Trade LQDQG6LU:DOWHU5DOHLJK¶VA 
History of the World in 1616.14 )XUWKHUFRQQHFWLRQVWR(QJODQG¶VRYHUVHDVH[SDQVLRQDUHDOVR
apparent in the choice of publisher, Walter Burre, who also worked on RaleiJK¶VERRNDQG
whose brother-in-law, Sir Henry Middleton, had commanded during the first EIC voyage. 
While the success of the trade at Bantam and relations with local authorities were discussed in 
WKH(,&¶V&RXUW0LQXWHV DQGFRUUHVSRQGHQFHQR VSHFLILF UHIerences to the torture survive. 
+RZHYHUZHFDQSUHVXPHWKH(,&DOORZHGWKHSXEOLFDWLRQRIWKHSDPSKOHWLW¶VDXWKRUZDV
elected a director of the company soon afterwards.15 The author, Edmund Scott, was the 
principal EIC factor on the island during the events and he carefully established a narrative that 
defended the use of torture and outlined the difficulties and successes of the first English 




 Intending to access valuable commodities from their source, the EIC decided that 
Bantam was the most suitable trading location based on the accounts of earlier travellers.16 
Unlike parts of Asia where Dutch and Portuguese enclaves had greater say in the development 
of legally pluralistic jurisdiction, the EIC in Bantam and Amboyna found themselves under the 
authority of others.17 Bantam had a diverse population in terms of ethnic groups and social 
stratification, and was host to a large Chinese community alongside a native Javanese populace 
and numerous traders from across Asia and Europe. Establishing a factory in Bantam was 
KRSHGWRFUHDWHDSODFHRIEXVLQHVVZKHUHWKHFRPSDQ\¶VDJHQWVFRXOGHQVXUHWKHLUSDUWLFLSDWLRQ
in business of a seasonal nature. It was also position of strength for the English, where they 
could protect their goods and their personnel. Within the confines of the factory, merchants 
were able to practice religion and law in the manner they chose, while their actions beyond its 
door were curtailed by the laws and customs of the host state. The factory was central to the 
survival of the English trade and the English merchants themselves, and in many respects was 
a physical representation of the English state and of the security this offered. However, this 
security was only protected through agreements between the EIC and the local rulers, and the 
volatile social and political situation in Java created a situation where this safety was by no 
means assured. It was following an attack on this factory that the English merchants turned to 
imposing their own legal authority ± events that formed the core of this text.   
The second case study considers an opposing dynamic, where EIC personnel found 
themselves not as enforcers of the law but as victims of an attack seen as legal by the 
perpetrators but eminently unlawful by the English. Reporting an attack on the English 
merchants in Amboyna by the Dutch, A True Relation of the Unjust, Cruell, and Barbarous 
Proceedings against the English at Amboyna, was carefully developed by the EIC to best 
deliver their legal interpretation of DQLQFLGHQWWKDWZRXOGFRPHWRGRPLQDWHWKH(,&¶VUHODWLRQV





number of English and Japanese men he claimed were guilty of plotting against the Dutch. 
News of the events reached England slowly, with the English ambassador to the United 
Provinces, Sir Dudley Carleton likely the first to hear of the events.19 The EIC discussed the 
event for the first time some days later, having already briefed the King on the matter.20 In this 
ILUVWUHSRUWWKH'XWFKZHUHGHVFULEHGDVDFWLQJµZLWKRXWDOOKXPDQLW\¶KDYLQJH[HFXWHGWKH(,&
HPSOR\HHVµXSRQHYLGHQFHDQGFRQIHVVLRQVH[WRUWHGWRWKHYLROHQFHRIWorments and no other 
ZLWQHVVHVWKDQWKHKHDWKHQV¶21 The idea that there was a plot among the EIC members was 
dismissed, with the Company instead focusing on the illegality of the Dutch response. 
While the EIC was initially willing for the Crown to undertake negotiations for 
remonstrance on its behalf, little was done to support them.22 The evidence held by the EIC 
was initially presented to Secretary Conway, with the expectation that if the case was proven 
LQ WKH(,&¶VIDYRXU WKH.LQJFRXOGµIRUFHWKHP>WKH 'XWFK@WRUHSDUDWLRQ¶23 The Company 
waited for the Crown to act, but became increasingly concerned that public opinion was not in 
their favour.24 In July 1624, having informed the generality that continuing the East Indian 
trade might be impossible without greater support from the Crown, the Company delivered a 
further petition to the Crown, including a detailed account of events.25      
While waiting for a response, the VOC sought to sway reports in its favour through the 
publication of an account of the dispute from its perspective.  An English translation of the 
Dutch account, distributed in England by John Wing, appeared soon afterwards.26 The VOC¶V
distribution efforts were primarily aimed at the Court, which had been identified as a vital 
supporter of the EIC during the dispute with the Dutch.27 Not surprisingly, this account reported 
the events in Amboyna as a legally valid response to a plot and incited the EIC to action.28  The 
company used the Dutch report as a means of justifying the printed publication of its own 




To distribute information regarding the events in Amboyna effectively the EIC 
produced a printed report of events that supported its position. It was careful to ensure that the 
content included was accurate, convincing and presented from a solid legally position. To 
achieve its aims, when the first of the witnesses of the massacre returned to England in June 
1624 they were sent by the Company to a legal expert, the Admiralty Court judge Sir Henry 
Martin, and to John Skinner.30 Skinner had been master of the EIC ship the Globe and 
SDUWLFLSDWHG LQ WKH (,&¶V WUDGH LQ $VLD GXULQJ WKH V ZKHQ KH KDG ZULWWHQ FRQFHUQs 
regarding competition with the Dutch in Amboyna.31 He was requested to write a collated 
YHUVLRQRIWKHZLWQHVVHV¶DFFRXQWVDQGLWZDVDFNQRZOHGJHGWKDWWKHFRPSDQ\ZRXOGQHHGWR
act quickly to counter the Dutch report.32 7KHVH DFFRXQWV ZHUH µVHW GRZQ LQ Zriting to be 
SXEOLVKHG¶DVHDUO\DVWKHRI-XO\DQGZHUHFRPSOHWHGWKHIROORZLQJZHHNZKHQWKH\
were published and a short version of the account read for the generality.33 The EIC did not 
print the account immediately, responding to warnings from the Crown and Privy Council that 
it was important not to print an account that could be deemed libellous or that would damage 
relations with the United Provinces.34 Between news of the massacre arriving in England in 
May 1624 and the decision to print an account of the proceedings in October, the Company 
had carefully collected the required information; the account finally printed had been examined 
thoroughly to ensure it delivered the required arguments.  
When finally printed, A True Relation offered an interpretation of the torture and 
execution of EIC employees at Amboyna that the company believed sufficiently demonstrated 
their understanding of the law.35 3ULQWHGZLWKWKH(,&¶VDUPVRQHDFKYROXPHWRLQGLFDWHµWKHP
WREHWUXH¶WKHFRPSDQ\LQWHQGHGWKDWWKHµERRNVRI$PER\QDEXVLQHVVWREHSULQWHG¶ZRXOG
HIIHFWLYHO\UHYHDOµWKHFUXHOWLHVRIWKH'XWFKWRZDUGVWKH(QJOLVK¶36 Unlike much of the printed 
material about English activities RYHUVHDV 6NLQQHU¶V DFFRXQW ZDV QRW DQ DGDSWDWLRQ RI D




accounts from eyewitnesses with the aim of presenting a specific, and legally acceptable, report 
of the events.37 The Governor and Deputy Governor of the company both checked the contents 
and Thomas Mun, a longstanding author of company literature, was consulted regarding the 
final details of publication.38 It was a piece of reporting that represented the opinions of the 
highest echelons of the EIC.   
These two accounts can be examined as public declarations regarding law and 
sovereignty overseas; they were both cheaper printed pamphlets, and their inclusion within 
3XUFKDV¶VHGLWHGFROOHFWLRQRIWH[WVLQVXggests a reasonably broad dissemination, at least 
in London.39 Through printed texts the author, printer, and the EIC, were able to disclose 
information in a manner designed to influence popular opinion and present the activities of the 
EIC in Asia in a manner suited to their interests. As Miles Ogborn has noted, print accessed a 
SXEOLFZKHUHµWH[WVGHEDWHGWKHSROLWLFVRIWUDGHDQGHPSLUH¶DQGSUHVHQWHGDPHDQVIRU WKH
company to not only access potential support but also to control the information available.40  
By printing these accounts, we see the EIC, a corporate body independent from the state, 
actively engaging with contemporary debates regarding legality of overseas enterprise, and the 
development of English political thought regarding empire. In entering this debate, the EIC 
was defending the exportation of English legal traditions to Asia, but also creating a distinctive 
interpretation of these laws based on their experience in Asia and the requirements of their 
trading endeavours.  In these texts we FDQWUDFHWKH(,&¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHODZLQWZRNH\
DUHDV)LUVWWKH(,&¶VDWWLWXGHWRZDUGVWRUWXUHDQGWKHMXVWLILFDWLRQYLOLILFDWLRQRIYLROHQFHZKHQ
committed by a trading organisation. Second, how the EIC sought to impose its own 
interpretation of the law when operating within competing jurisdictions of early modern Asia. 
Across these two accounts, in spite of their differences in production and the role of the EIC 




operating within numerous competing jurisdictions in Asia and arguments for the justification 
of greater corporate sovereignty to ensure continued success of trading activities. 
  
The contextualisation of the interrogation 
 




of the town by a Chinese captain soon after caused significant damage to goods and property, 
and served to highlight threats further.41 These events were used by Scott to suggest that trading 
agreements established with local authorities, including guarantees of protection, lacked the 
strength to defend the English.  
Unreliable local authorities were an issue that required resolution for the security of 
future EnglisK WUDGH $OWKRXJK µWKH &RPSDQ\¶V FODLPV WR MXULVGLFWLRQ DQG DXWKRULW\ ZHUH
framed by a range of instruments and behaviours beyond their charters and power from home, 
and particularly by numerous grants, treaties, alliances, and agreements with Asian politiHV¶
these depended on the reliability of local authorities.42 This issue was made particularly clear 
LQ6FRWW¶VDFFRXQWDVKHUHFDOOHGWKHORFDO3URWHFWRULQIRUPHGWKH'XWFKWUDGHUVWKDWµWKH\VKRXOG
QRWEHRIIHQGHGRUDLGHXVLQDQ\ZD\¶LIWKH(QJOLVKZHre attacked.43 Apparently this duplicity 
FDPHDVDVKRFNWR6FRWWZKRUHFDOOVKRZµWKLVVXGGHQQHZVFDXVHGXVPXFKWRPDUYHOIRUQRW
past four or five days before he sent us many of his slaves to build the upper work of our 
KRXVH¶44 Scott further highlighted the fluidity of agreements in this period shown by a Dutch 
DJUHHPHQWZKLFKVWLSXODWHGµZKHQWKH\>WKH'XWFK@ZHUHDERDUGWKHLUVKLSVWKH\>WKH'XWFK@




FRXQWU\ WKH\ ZHUH LQ¶45 This suggests how legal authority could shift within similar 
geographies and that alternative legal authority could be enforced if others were found wanting. 
,Q6FRWW¶VDFFRXQWWKHODFNRIVWDELOLW\LQORFDOOHJDODGPinistration lead to a point where the 
English ± as the Law of Nature stipulated ± were required to take justice into their own hands. 
This justification was important for the EIC who used similar arguments to support later 
impositions of English law in areas where local authority was deemed weak or unstable.   
Once this atmosphere of threatening circumstance and legal disillusionment was 
established, Scott moved on to explore the specific circumstances that lead to the English 
seizure of judicial authority. The use of torture in the early modern world was usually reserved 
for traitors, heretics, or others whose crimes required living within the society against whom 
WKHLUFULPHVZRXOGEHFRPPLWWHG ,Q6FRWW¶VQDUUDWLYHKHZDVFDUHIXO WRKLJKOLJKW WKHFORVH
relationship between the English and the Chinese community (whose members would later be 
accused of committing crimes against the English). For example, when Chinese houses where 
English goods were stored were attacked the English came to their defence, claiming that 
µVXUHO\LIZHKDGQRWGHIHQGHGWKHPZLWKRXUVKRWPDQ\PRUHZRXOGKDYHEHHQVODLQ¶46 By 
demonstrating a close relationship Scott positioned consequent events as betrayal by the 
&KLQHVHDQGWKXVLQWKH(,&¶VGHYHORSLQJXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIODZWKe use of torture was legal. 
7KHVHFRQGFDVHVWXG\6NLQQHU¶VDFFRXQWUHODWLQJWR$PER\QDZDVDOVRFRQWH[WXDOLVHG
in considerable detail: to demonstrate the peaceable, honourable activities of the EIC. Skinner 
H[SODLQHGWKDWWKH(QJOLVKµbeing subjects of a peaceable Prince, that have enough of his own, 
and is there with content, without affecting of new acquisitions; have aimed at nothing in their 
East India trade, but a lawful and competent gain by commerce and traffic with the people of 
WKRVHSDUWV¶47 TKLVSRVLWLRQZDVMX[WDSRVHGZLWKWKH'XWFKZKRDFFRUGLQJWR6NLQQHUµIURP
the beginning of their trade in the Indies, not contented with ordinary course of a fare and free 




WKDQWKHFRQTXHVWRI&RXQWULHVDQGWKHDFTXLULQJRIGRPLQLRQ¶ In these circumstances, the 
Dutch µVDZWKH\FRXOGQRWPDNHWKHLUUHFNRQLQJWRDQ\RWKHUSXUSRVHXQOHVVWKH\XWWHUO\GURYH
WKH (QJOLVK RXW RI WKH WUDGH RI WKRVH SDUWV¶ ± an attack thDW ZDV QRW MXVWLILHG LQ WKH (,&¶V
interpretation of international law.48  
Skinner continued by highlighting how these activities were not only aggressive but 
also undertaken by unsuitable personnel who are neither trustworthy nor possessing the legal 
undersWDQGLQJQHFHVVDU\IRUUXOHLQ$VLD6NLQQHUFRQGHPQHGWKH'XWFKE\FRPPHQWLQJµ>WKH\@
use the Indies as a Tucht-house or Bridewell, to manage their unruly and unthrifty children & 
kindred; whom they cannot rule & order at home, they send to the Indies, where they are 
SUHIHUUHG WRRIILFHVDQGSODFHVRIJRYHUQPHQW¶49 5HPLQLVFHQWRI6FRWW¶VDFFRXQW6NLQQHU¶V
WH[WSUHVHQWHGWKHOHJDOHQYLURQPHQWLQ$VLDDVLQVHFXUHDQGWKH(,&¶VSRVLWLRQGHSHQGHQWRQ
agreements made with unreliable legal authorities.  
 
Betrayal and the discovery of the crime 
 
Subservience to potentially untrustworthy authorities contributed to the fraught situation facing 
English merchants in Asia, and was a constant concern for the East India Company during the 
early seventeenth century. Not surprisingly the English were presented in a different light, 
adhering to agreements, building good relationships and seeking to participate in peaceful 
trade. This environment was carefully presented in each text as the use of torture in England 
was largely reserved for acts of betrayal: against the state, society, or God. With this in mind, 
betrayal was a key theme in each text to present evidence, or at least emotive reasoning, to 
VXSSRUWWKHDXWKRUV¶EURDGHUDUJXPHQWLQWKLVUHJDUG 
 Betrayal was also an important part of how the English understood the uses of torture 






the use of torture was more limited in England.50  Here, an alternative theory of proof usually 
disallowed torture during criminal interrogations, with further evidence required before torture 
was undertaken to reveal further crimes. The process of making truth would have been 
important to the English merchantVDQGERWKFDVHVWXGLHVUHYHDOWKHLUDXWKRU¶VDSSUHFLDWLRQRI
the difficulties in using torture to support other evidence.     
There was a sustained belief that the English treatment of prisoners was better than that 
of their European contemporaries, with tales of Spanish and Dutch barbarity were juxtaposed 
against the actions of figures such as Sir Francis Drake.51  Torture was still used in England 
XQGHU H[FHSWLRQDO FLUFXPVWDQFH DQG µWKRVH VXVSHFWHG RI SROLWLFDO RIIHQFes were the most 
IUHTXHQWYLFWLPV¶DQGZDVDOVRXVHGLQWKHFDVHRIRWKHUVHULRXVFULPHVVXFKDVFRXQWHUIHLWLQJ
embezzlement, robbery and murder.52 µ7KH DFWXDO HPSOR\PHQW RI WRUWXUH LQ HDUO\ PRGHUQ
England exemplifies the fear of the hidden [...] the traitor, who was committed to enacting 
VHGLWLRXVSORWVFRXOGRQO\VXFFHHGLIKHVKHEOHQGHGLQZLWKWUXHOR\DOFLWL]HQV¶53 Torture was 
used to reveal accomplices and wider designs.54 In the case studies considered here however, 
torture is not only utilised to seek out accomplices, but also to force confessions.  This suggests 
that the defining features of European and English legal custom regarding torture may have 
been less strictly adhered to ± or alternatively, that English merchants altered English legal 
custom to better suit their imperial activities in Asia.  From an English perspective, the legality 
of torture during interrogations was dependent both on a specific understanding of proof and 
the type of crime committed ± betrayal of society was highly significant. 
 ,Q%DQWDPWKHQEHWUD\DOZDVWKHPDLQMXVWLILFDWLRQIRU6FRWW¶VLQWHUURJDWLRQ)LUHVZHUH
UHSRUWHGLQWKHHDUOLHVWSDUWRI6FRWW¶VQDUUDWLYHDQGZKHQWKH(QJOLVKKRXVHZDVVHWDEOD]HWKH




were later accused of starting the fire) into the house to assist in repelling the flames. Writing 
LQKLQGVLJKW6FRWWFRPPHQWHGµKDGZHNQRZQWKDWWKH&KLQHVHKDGGRQHLWZHVKRXOGKDYH
sacrificed so many of them, that their blooGVKRXOGKDYHTXHQFKHGWKHILUH¶- anger stemming 
from the perceived betrayal by the Chinese ± who were seen and treated as friends.55  
Once the fire was put out considerations regarding the cause of the fire began. At this 
SRLQW6FRWW¶VDFFRXQWDGRSWHGDmore detailed approach, with a greater focus on witnesses, 
chronology, and the establishment of evidence. The first witness considered, a Chinese 
bricklayer, who was well known to the Dutch, reported that the attack had been committed by 
members of the Chinese community to mask a theft.56 %\ KLJKOLJKWLQJ WKH EULFNOD\HU¶V
relationship with the Dutch, who could vouch for him, Scott assured his audience of his 
reliability. In response, Scott lead a further investigation and was able to arrest three Chinese 
men who were found to have set fire to the house in spite of previous friendship with this 
community.57  
Betrayal was also important in the Amboyna episode, and English betrayal was used by 
WKH'XWFKDVMXVWLILFDWLRQIRUWKHXVHRIWRUWXUH6NLQQHU¶VQDUUDWLYHbegan by recounting how 
the Dutch discovered a plot to take their castle from a Japanese soldier ± although according to 
Skinner no witnesses are revealed who could vouch that any plot existed until the soldier was 
tortured into confessing. When an Englishman, Abel Price, who had been arrested for 
drunkenly setting a Dutch house on fire, was shown the tortured Japanese soldier and told he 
KDGFRQIHVVHGWR(QJOLVKFROOXVLRQ3ULFHZDVWKUHDWHQHGWKDWµLIKHZRXOGQRWFRQIHVVWKHVDPH
they would use him even DVWKH\KDGGRQHWKRVH-DSDQHVHDQGZRUVHDOVR¶3UHVXPDEO\3ULFH
refused to comply and on 15 February 1622 he was tortured and confessed to a conspiracy.58 
Following these initial examinations, the evidence for which Skinner carefully showed came 





WKH LVODQGZDV WROG µWKDWKLPVHOIDQGRWKHUVRIKLV1DWLRQZHUHDFFXVHGRIDFonspiracy to 
VXUSULVH WKH&DVWOH DQG WKHUHIRUHXQWLO IXUWKHU WULDOZHUH WR UHPDLQSULVRQHUV¶59 While the 
Dutch account would hold the English as betrayers, from Skinner perspective, it was the Dutch 
who betrayed the English through claiming legal authority over them that they did not legally 
possess through agreement or the application of the Law of Nature.60  
In each case, betrayal was an integral factor and the reason both sets of prisoners are 
tortured, but it was the torture of the English ± fellow Europeans, Protestants, and innocents ± 
for economic gain that was presented as the greatest betrayal of all. 
 
Interrogation, evidence and morality  
 
After betrayal had been presented as the cause for initial arrests, each text turns to describing 
the consequent interrogations. During the accounts of torture, each author sought to highlight 
what the EIC considered correct legal interrogation. In the first case study, this was shown in 
6FRWW¶VDFWLRQVZKLOHLQWKH$PER\QDDFFRXQWLWZDVUHYHDOHGE\KLJKOLJKWLQJ'XWFKLQHSWLWXGH
and their failure to comply with correct procedures.    
In Bantam the EIC had agreed to operate under the jurisdiction of the local ruler and 
the importance of maintaining this relationship was vital for their continued presence in Asia. 
:LWKWKLVLQPLQGIROORZLQJWKHDUUHVWV6FRWWµVHQW0DLVWHU7RZHUVRQWRWKH3URWHFWRUWRFHUWLI\
KLPKRZWKHFDVHVWRRG¶61 Consequently, an agent of the King vouched for one of the three 
Chinese prisoners, and numerous witnesses vouched for a second. The third prisoner, who 
owned the house where the three Chinese men had been captured, was not so lucky, and Scott 
KLJKOLJKWVKRZµHYHU\RQHVDLGKHZDVDFFHVVDU\¶WRWKHFULPH62 As such, Scott demonstrated 
continued English attempts, in spite of previous disillusionment, to engage local groups during 





by further reminders to the lack of cohesion between European and indigenous legal systems. 
:KHQWKH3URWHFWRUILQDOO\FDPHWRWKHIDFWRU\WKH(QJOLVKµVWLOOFULHGWRKLPIor justice against 
those that had done it [fired the house, and] he bid us do justice on those we had when we 
ZRXOG¶63 According to Scott, it was only following this endorsement from local authorities 
that his interrogation began. In taking legal authority upon himself, Scott as a representative of 
the EIC believed himself willing and able to apply the law as he saw fit.  This mirrored the 
environment in London where a range of corporate bodies had been granted the right to hold 
their members to account in courts overseen by their senior members.64  
As the interrogation began, the prisoner demanded that Scott kill him if he was going 
WR6FRWWUHVSRQGHGµQRWIRUWKHZRUOGH[FHSW,FRXOGHYLGHQWO\SURYHWKDWKHZDVRQHWKDWGLG
LWRUNQHZRILW¶65 Although perhaps a dubious conversation between captive and interrogator, 
its inclusion reveals the importance of proof in the English legal tradition that the EIC was 
presenting, and how torture was seen by Scott as a means of confirming guilt. Scott proceeded 
to describe the interrogation and torture in graphic detail ± torture that brought a quick 
confession and the names of numerous accomplices.66 Suspicious that the actions against the 
English factory stemmed from a larger design, Scott continued to interrogate him, demanding 
ZKLFKµJUHDWPHQRIWKHFRXQWU\RUWKHULFK&KLQHVHKDGVHWWKHPWRZRUN¶67 Unable to obtain 
WKH DGGLWLRQDO LQIRUPDWLRQ WKURXJK WRUWXUH 6FRWW UHFRXQWHG KRZ KH µVSRNH KLP IDLU DQG
SURPLVHGKLPKLVOLIHLIKHZRXOGWHOOPHWKHWUXWK¶ZKLFKdid obtain a further confession but 
QR QDPHV RI µJUHDW PHQ¶ DQG WKH SULVRQHU ZDV H[HFXWHG68 7KURXJKRXW 6FRWW¶V GHVFULSWLRQ
WRUWXUH ZDV SUHVHQWHG DV D PHDQV RI XQFRYHULQJ EURDGHU FRQVSLUDFLHV DPRQJ µWUDLWRUV¶
suggesting that the EIC perceived their legal authority in Asia as comparable to the sovereignty 




Scott concluded his account by highlighting the new position of strength held by the 
English. The torture was presented as a soothing balm on their relationships with local groups 
DQGIROORZLQJWKHH[HFXWLRQWKHUHZDVJUHDWUHMRLFLQJDQGSHRSOHµwould say, that now they 
VDZ WKH (QJOLVKPHQ ZRXOG GR QR PRUH EXW MXVWLFH¶69 By pitching his account from the 
perspective of the EIC overcoming these difficulties Scott demonstrated how the English 
position became viable through their seizure of some legal authority - a point also raised in 
correspondence from Asia to the Company following this episode.70 Particularly careful to 
UHYHDOWKH(QJOLVKFRPPLWPHQWWRORFDOMXVWLFHDQGWKHFRUUHFWDSSOLFDWLRQRIWRUWXUH6FRWW¶V
DFFRXQWFDQEHVHHQDVDQ(,&GHFODUDWLRQUHJDUGLQJWKH&RPSDQ\¶VULJKWWRDFWDVMXGJHMXU\
and executioner in regions where alternative justice was not forthcoming. The careful 
demonstration of how the EIC came to obtain this legal position suggest that the EIC were 
conscious that they were taking sovereign powers in Asia through necessity, in spite of 
limitations in their charter in this respect, and sought to demonstrate the validity of their actions 
in print. %\ DUJXLQJ WKDW WKH (,&¶V SRVLWLRQ KDG EHHQ VHFXUHG WKURXJK WKH VHL]XUH RI OHJDO
authority and improved local support as a consequence, Scott reassured investors and political 
supporters alike in the viability of English overseas endeavour.   
6NLQQHU¶VDFFRXQWRQ WKHRWKHUKDQGVRXJKW WRGHIHQG WKH(,&LQUHVSRQVH WR OHJDO
attacks against it. From the point where the Japanese soldier confessed to acting with English 
support, under torture and without corroborating evidence, Skinner was careful to highlight 
continued illegality in the proceedings at every opportunity. He took care to demonstrate 
throughout that each event recounted had been witnessed by an Englishman who survived or 
who had sent information back to England; deftly demonstrating English adherence to legal 
requirements for witnesses as opposed to the Dutch. For example, in the case of two 
Englishmen tortured at the time, Timothy Johnson and Emanuel Thomson, Skinner described 




then notes that Beomont was released after a Dutch merchant begged for his life, and others 
were released after they drew lots for mercy. Alongside the eyewitnesses who survived, other 
evidence was obtained when Samuel Colson and William Griggs smuggled books off the island 
containing details of the events, alongside their own protestations of innocence. By presenting 
these details to his audience, Skinner was aware of the importance to obtain reliable 
eyewitnesses in English law. He did this both to ensure that his account was against reproach, 
as much as it can be, and to condemn Dutch practices regarding evidence. At the same time, 
the Company was ensuring that the witnesses were available in England for further 
corroboration if necessary. During the process of writing the publication and after its 
publication, the EIC sought out the witnesses, giving them gratuities and promises of 
employment to ensure their continued support.72 
Careful reproduction of the events at Amboyna in print enabled Skinner to build three 
mutually supporting attacks against the Dutch ± the illegality of their interrogations, their 
barbarism, and their immorality. From the start, vivid imagery of torture was used, and a 
woodcut was included in the second edition of the text. However, he did more than merely 
describe Dutch savagery ± which while providing emotive material to gain support in England 
was not in it itself illegal - and took care to show significant malpractice during the 
interrogations. During these, each prisoner was first confronted with an Englishmen who had 
previously confessed, and, if they then refused to confess also, were themselves tortured. In 
one example, the Dutch prepared to torture Edward Collins but he broke down, prayed for 
respite, and declared that he would confess all. However, once the threat of torture was removed 
KHGHFODUHGKLVLQQRFHQFHDJDLQSRLQWLQJRXWµWKDWEHFDXVHKHNQHZWKDt they would by torture 
make him confess anything, though never so false, they should doe him great favour, to tell 
KLP ZKDW WKH\ ZRXOG KDYH KLP VD\ DQG KH ZRXOG VSHDN LW WR DYRLG WKH WRUWXUH¶73 The 




ordering that torture be carried out in any case.74 Although Collins then confessed, the farce 
continued when he was asked to confirm specific details regarding the plot, at which point the 
Fiscall was interrupted by another Dutchmen who suggested Collins should be free to answer 
questions himself.75 In this way Skinner demonstrated the illegality of the proceedings from 
WKH(,&¶VSHUVSHFWLYHDQGDOVRVXJJHVWHGLWZDVFULWLFLVHGE\'XWFKPHUFKDQWVWorture alone 
was not an acceptable means of obtaining proof in legal proceedings. Skinner was careful to 
construct the scene in such a way that revealed that both parties (victim and torturer) were 
aware of the fiction of the confession.76 Damning episodes like this occurred throughout the 
DFFRXQWWRWKHSRLQWZKHUHWKH'XWFKLQWHUURJDWRUZDVGHULGHGDQGE\WKHWLPHRI'U\GHQ¶V
play, he had become a figure of scorn in the popular memory of the Amboyna event.77  
In addition to attacking the legality of the Dutch actions at Amboyna, Skinner also 
condemned their immorality ± and implicitly suggests that their actions went counter to the 
moral custom of these two Protestant states, and against the Law of Nature.78 For example, the 
WRUWXUHRI-RKQ&ODUNHOHIWKLPLQKDOLQJZDWHUµWLOOKLVEody was swollen twice or thrice as big 
as before, his cheeks like great bladders, and his eyes staring and strutting our beyond his 
IRUHKHDG¶DQGZDVSDUWLFXODUO\JUDSKLFHYHQLQWKLVDFFRXQW79 &ODUNH¶VUHIXVDOWRFRQIHVVXQGHU
these circumstances shocked WKH'XWFKZKRµVD\LQJKLVZDVD'HYLODQGQRPDQRUVXUHO\
ZDVDZLWFK¶FXWRIIKLVKDLUWRUHYHDOVLJQVRIZLWFKFUDIW80 Dutch incivility was highlighted 
\HWIXUWKHUZKHQ&ODUNHZDVOHIWµILYHRUVL[GD\VZLWKRXWDQ\&KLUXUJLRQWRGUHVVKLPXQWLO
(his flesh being putrefied) great Maggots dropped and crept from him in a most loathsome & 
QRLVRPHPDQQHU¶81 &ODUNH¶VWUHDWPHQWSUHVHQWHGWKHH[WUHPHVRI'XWFKEDUEDULVPSDLQWLQJ
them as savages, rather than moral, law-abiding Europeans.  
In contrast to Dutch immorality, the moral superiority of Gabriel Towerson, who was 




EURXJKW IRUZDUG µGHHSO\ SURWHVWLQJ KLV LQQRFHQFH¶ 7RZHUVRQ ZDV FRQIURQWHG ZLWK WKUHH
English factors re-affirming his confession under threat of torture. However, at this point he: 
 
Seriously charged them [the Dutch], that as they would answer it at the dreadful 
day of Judgement, they should speak nothing but the truth. Both of them 
instantly fell upon their knees before him; praying for God to forgive them, and 
saying further openly before them all, that whatsoever they had formally 
confessed was most false.82 
 
Placing Dutch immorality and illegality together, Skinner returned to a discussion between 
Colson aQGWKH'XWFKLQWHUURJDWRU7KHWRUWXUHGPDQDVNHGµupon whose head the sin would lie; 
ZKHWKHUXSRQKLVWKDWZDVFRQVWUDLQHGWRFRQIHVVZKDWZDVIDOVHRUXSRQWKHFRQVWUDLQHUV¶7KLV
question threw the Dutch interrogator, who could not answer, being the immoral and illegal 
oppressor. As Skinner demonstrated throughout this account, the confessions from the English 
are not valid as proof and the detailed accounts of the interrogations did more to highlight Dutch 
betrayal and immorality than English guilt. Although in weak position in Asia practically, the 
EIC sought to demonstrate their legal and moral superiority to obtain further support.  
 
Distribution of the text 
 
While the content of these accounts reveals much about how the EIC and perhaps the wider 
public understood the legal environment in Asia, commissioning these texts was not the end of 
WKH(,&¶VHIIRUWV(TXDOO\LPSRUWDQWIRUWKH(,&ZDVWKHHIIHFWLYHGLVWULEXWLRQRIWKHSULQW  No 
details survive in WKH (,&¶V UHFRUGV UHJDUGLQJ 6FRWW¶V DFFRXQWV ± the court books have not 




book, An Exact Discourse had just over one-hundred pages, with only three pages bearing any 
sort of addition design beyond the text.83  Although long for a volume relating to a trading 
company, the production cost would not have been extortionate and being dedicated to William 
Romney, the Governor of the East India Company, it would certainly have been known within 
Company circles.  That being said, it was not reproduced in a second edition and few copies 
survive suggesting that it was perhaps mainly produced for the community interested in the 
East Indies trade specifically.       
However, while only limited information can be deduced about the distribution of 
6FRWW¶VWH[W6NLQQHU¶VDFFRXQWRI$PER\QDZDVGLVFXVVHGLQGHWDLOE\WKH(,&¶VGLUHFWRUV,W
was intended to have a wide audience and when told that they could print 500 copies for £13, 
the directors initially elected a run of 1000 copies; a considerable stock.84 Two days later the 
order was expanded to 2000 books, with half to be printed in Dutch.85 The public response to 
the text seems to have been positive and it is likely that all 2000 English-language books were 
distributed quickly, as a second edition was printed later in 1624. This second edition included 
a translation of the Dutch account of events ± ODEHOOHGµIDOVHO\HQWLWOHGDWUXHGHFODUDWLRQ¶± 
and a response to the same.86  2QHUHDGHUFRPPHQWHGKRZKHµFRXOGQRUFDQUHDGZLWKRXWWHDUV
QRUWKLQNRQZLWKRXWVRUURZRIKHDUW¶87  It also included a woodcut depicting the torture of one 
of the EIC employees. Anthony Milton has suggested that the woodcut drew on imagery from 
)R[H¶VBook of Martyrs, utilising popular and morally suggestive iconography to drive the 
point home.88 The EIC were certainly aware of the challenges of reaching the broadest spread 
of the public in England and in addition to A True Relation it also printed an account of the 
massacre as a ballad ± a short, easily accessible account that focused on condemning the Dutch 
rather than focusing on the legality of the events.89 This ballad also included a copy of the 
ZRRGFXWIRXQGLQWKHVHFRQGHGLWLRQRI6NLQQHU¶VERRN,QWKH(,&¶VWXUQWRZDUGVPRUH




painting was a condemnation of the Dutch in general and reminded the viewer that the English 
had been long-term allies and supporters of the Dutch until the recent betrayal at Amboyna.90 
7KHFRPSDQ\¶VFDXVHZDVIXUWKHUVXSSRUWHGHDUO\LQZKHQ5REHUW:LONLQVRQWKHSDVWRU
for St Olaves in Southward, gave a sermon in Whithall to the King that condemned the Dutch.  
+LV JUDVS RI WKH (,&¶V DUJXPHQW ZDV FOHDU DQG KH SRLQWHGO\ DVNHG KRZ WKH\ FRXOG µEH VR
ignorant of the law of Nature and Nations, as not to know that confession forced from a man 
by torWXUH LVRIQRYDOXHDJDLQVWKLP¶91 It is likely that the emotive imagery in the ballad, 
woodcut, painting and sermon were intended to bring the visceral imagery of the account to 
the widest possible audience.   
To have the intended impact the EIC understood that the volumes needed to reach the 
FRUUHFWDXGLHQFHWKHGLUHFWRUVGLVFXVVHGVWUDWHJLHVµIRUWKHEHWWHUGLVWULEXWLRQRIWKRVHERRNV¶
in great detail.92 The Company ordered that they be brought first to the Company so that copies 
could be presented to principal nobles.93 Additionally, each EIC director was presented a 
personal copy along with five or six more to distribute to friends.94 The Company also 
discussed which peers would be best suited to receive a copy, focusing specifically on those 
µUHVLGLQJ LQ DQG DURXQG /RQGRQ¶95 Distribution among the nobility in England was not 
sufficient and the Company sought to use the thousand Dutch-language versions of the text to 
influence public opinion in the Low Countries. When Thomas Stile was sent to the United 
PrRYLQFHVWROREE\RQWKH&RPSDQ\¶VEHKDOIKHZDVVHQWRYHUVHDVZLWKWHQFRSLHVRIWKHERRN
to be presented to Sir Dudley Carleton.96 Following his selection to represent the Company at 
Newmarket Mr Young, who would engage with members of Court directly on thH&RPSDQ\¶V
behalf, was given additional copies.97 These Dutch volumes were likely considered a threat by 
the VOC, at least to the extent that the VOC sought to limit their distribution, with rumours 
reaching the EIC that one proactive member was purchasing all of the copies in an attempt to 




members of the commercial and political communities who would either be most likely to 
support the Company or those with the proximity to decision makers to make them worthwhile 
targets. 
By December 1624, the Company was comfortably informing the generality of the 
&RPSDQ\WKDWµWKHFUXHOWLHVRIWKH'XWFKWRZDUGVWKH(QJOLVKDW$PER\QDLVQRZSXEOLFLQ
print and dispersed to all the paUWVRI(QJODQG¶DQG WKDW µLW LV DOVRSXEOLVKHG LQ'XWFKDQG
GLYHUVHRIWKHPVHQWWRWKH1HWKHUODQGV¶99 In the six months following the receipt of news of 
the massacre from the East Indies, the EIC took careful control of the collection, interpretation 
and distribution of news of the event. In so doing, the Company sought to influence the wider 
public in England and the Netherlands in a very conscious fashion. By 1625, the volumes and 
other media issued by the EIC were having a considerable impact on public support for the 
Company. In February, reports surfaced than a third party was planning to launch a play about 
the events.100 Indeed, the growing threat of anti-Dutch violence in London led the Privy 
Council to ask the EIC to cease its publishing activities.101 While the activities were certainly 
SROLWLFDODQGHPRWLYHµLWZDVQRWFOHDULIWKH\ZHUHSROLWLFDOO\DFFHSWDEOH¶102 The Greenbury 
painting was deemed inflammatory to the point that the Company promised to keep it out of 
public view and in a locked room ± at least until after the upcoming Shrove Tuesday.103 While 
the EIC can be seen as an independent community, it was also an institution capable of 




With the dramatic expansion of English overseas activities in the early seventeenth century it 
was essential for commercial actors to come to terms with, and develop strategies for, operating 




relationships in regions where overlapping jurisdictions were common, and the texts 
FRQVLGHUHG KHUH UHSUHVHQW SDUW RI WKH &RPSDQ\¶V DWWHPSWV WR FRPH WR WHUPV ZLWK WKHVH
arrangements. In examining their creation and publication, we can identify a carefully-
produced presentation of the CRPSDQ\¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIOHJDOSUDFWLFHRYHUVHDV7KH texts 
reveal the legal framework within which the EIC sought to operate, and the challenges offered 
by the overlapping jurisdictions they were drawn into in Asia. Both authors make us aware of 
the numerous challenges facing English merchants in spaces of contested legal authority, and 
how they sought to base their understanding of these on English common law, international 
law and unfamiliar legal regimes in Asia. Furthermore, with their focus on violence, and their 
juxtaposed attempts to justify and condemn the application of torture overseas, each text shows 
how temporally and geographically specific events could radically alter how English merchants 
interpreted the law. With each new venture, new encounter and new world they reached, 
commercial actors reshaped and revised their perceptions of how they fitted into the ever more 
connected world in which they did business.    
The texts show the strategies that the authors used to demonstrate how trade was 
possible in environments seen as unpredictable and violent.  While both highlight moments of 
YLROHQFH WKH\ DOVR PDNH D FRQVLGHUDEOH HIIRUW WR VKRZ WKDW WKH (,&¶V IDFWRUV ZHUH FLYLO
peaceable men seeking legal and moral methods for functioning collaboratively within polities 
overseas. As such, and reflecting contemporary conceptions of legal torture, they take care to 
highlight perceived betrayals committed against the English. Even though the accounts have 
different power dynamics ± in one the English are torturers, in the other the tortured ± the use 
RIHYLGHQFHZLWQHVVHVDQGQDUUDWLYHVWUXFWXUHLVVLPLODU,QGRLQJVR6FRWW¶VDFFRXQWRIWKH





that ongoing attempts to increase their legal authority, and the validity of their legal position, 
was vital for securing their trade in the east.  
$FURVVERWKWH[WVLWLVFOHDUWKDWWKH(,&¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHODZWKHXVHRIYLROHQFH
and attempts to further clarify their jurisdictional authority went together. By detailing cases 
where torture had been experienced, they engaged a wider-audience that other legal disputes 
might have attracted, and attempted to use public interest to encourage the expansion of 
FRUSRUDWH VRYHUHLJQW\ LQ $VLD 6FRWW¶V DFFRXQW UHYHDOHG WKH (QJOLVK PHUFKDQWV JURZLQJ LQ
strength and self-belief through what they considered self-defence and upholding English laws 
and customs. At Amboyna, the EICs position was similarly clarified, although here through 
shared suffering rather than shared strength. The Amboyna episode encouraged the EIC to 
promote more aggressive strategies in Asia to underpin their security, following the failure of 
agreements they had previously presumed would protect them. A hardening of EIC attitudes 
towards the limitations of competing jurisdictions in Asia encouraged further attempts by the 
Company to obtain greater sovereignty in Asia. By printing accounts of these incidents, the 
EIC reinforced the image of a united merchant community representing England overseas, a 
point of great importance considering the role that printed sources and propaganda would play 
in the EIC attempts to obtain greater authority. 
By entering into legal agreements with local rulers, English merchants became subject 
to local jurisdictional authorities. It was not only challenging for them to effectively understand 
and participate in local institutions, ideas and customs ± the addition of European and English 
legal concepts created greater tensions. Across their global activities, merchants negotiated 
pluralistic legal environments, re-shaping English perceptions and engagement with 
international law in the process. By reporting and interpreting legal violence in carefully 
curated, publicly available texts, the EIC actively pursued a strategy that encouraged political 
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